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Building Neighborhood Capacity 

Isn’t Really Like Hunting Unicorn, 

So Why Does It Feel That Way?  

• Why does it seem harder now to grow 

membership? 

– Competing interests: economic recessiontime 

constraints low turn-outs! 

– Unholy union= welfare reform + tenure transition 

+ disinvestment (increased blight and crime) = 

fewer stakeholders with skin the game.  



Ok, So Now What? 

• You now know the two things that hold us 

back.   

• Address those two things, add in some new “Best 

Practices,” and voila: Increased Capacity!!! 

 

 

 

 
......because you have to increase membership in order to increase capacity, right?  

I mean, right?  



Happily Ever After!  

Goodnight everybody and thank you for having me!  



Oh man, I thought you were gonna 

be different, Tk!  

• Those Two problems: lack of free time and 

lack of ownership.  

– Create new – and old- ways to connect with 

neighbors around their busy schedules.  

– Don’t break your leader! Give every last person in 

your association a “job” 

– Work on tiny projects, but leverage huge partners. 
 

– Let us break-it-down, using a case from your audience… 

 



My “Normal” Neighbors 

• Heart of UD.  Where the “home team” lives. 

• ~1,800 households.  37% owner-occupied.  

• Normal Station Neighborhood Association, 

circa about 1970 or so, with paid membership 

fluctuating between 15 and 30.  About 12 

longterm, committed neighbors serve as the 

core for this group, but they divide labor like 

professionals.  

 



NSNA 
• Old Ways = Tried & True 

– NSNA has published a newsletter for over two 

decades, hand delivered by volunteers to every 

household.  Costs less than $250 quarterly.  

– NSNA maintains an active email list and reach 

99% of their membership in this way.  

– NSNA has a functional block captain system, 

where most all parts of the map are covered by 

leadership.  For NSNA, the ratio is about 1 captain 

for every three city blocks, both sides of streets. 

– NSNA has a leadership structure that leverages the 

professional expertise of residents and doesn’t 

overburden the president.  (Normally) 



NSNA • New Ways: 

– NSNA has an active and closed facebook page 

with 395 members to date.   

–  NSNA leverages partnerships. Shared identity 

with larger geographies, nonprofits and 

institutional anchors. Uses these partnerships to 

influence policy and deliver services.   

– NSNA uses data to drive decision making on 

everything from problem property abatement to 

crime reduction to redevelopment. Pro-active!  

And with the merger of the New Ways with the Tried 

& True ways, NSNA is a Best Practitioner of 

Community Development in Memphis 

 



How Things Normally Work: Back to School!  

• 2/3 = rental housing stock for university 

students.   

 

– Problem: Anti-social behavior and ignorance of 

housing code.  

– Solution: Udistrict Neighborhood Syllabus & 

Welcome Home, Tigers campaign. 









Standing with Our Normal 

Neighbors 

• Normal Neighbors = ~5,000 

• University of Memphis = ~20,000 

• University Neighborhoods Development Corp. 

• University District, Inc. 

• Hyland Area Renewal Corp. 

• University District Police Joint Agency 

– MPD, Campus Police, Code, Fire, Health, 

Communty Affairs and both mayors’ offices.  

 









Back that thing on up a second!  
• Membership of how 

many did all that?  

– Answer: Leveraging 

Partnerships & Dividing 

Labor!  

Building Capacity isn’t just 

another term for increasing 

membership, which is 

undermined by the things 

we talked about first. Being 

‘at capacity’ in our context 

means that all the civic 

needs of your community 

are being met.  

Question: How many engaged 

citizens is ‘enough’?   

Answer: Every last one of ‘em, 

but we can work with 

considerably less!  



Normalize Your Neighborhood 

• Inventory everything. 

Housing condition, 

social capital, identify 

unmet needs/ service 

gaps. 

– Asset Mapping 

– SWOT Analysis 

– Community Surveys 

 

• Create ‘jobs’ list so 

every person you snare 

can have one! 
– Problem properties, 

redevelopment, stray animals, 

graffiti abatement, 

communications/PR/social 

network administrator, senior 

services, transportation 

coordination, workforce 

development, childcare, urban 

gardening, literacy (Little Free 

Library), yard maintenance 

crew, house-sitting or 

monitoring services, sports or 

hobbies, senior visitations, 

parent’s day out 

programming, etc.. 



Normalize Your Neighborhood 
• Identify your geographic, 

organizational and 

institutional partners, and 

partner up!  

• Send somebody to 

everything- it is critical that 

you show ‘process 

participation’ by having 

your neighborhood 

represented at every 

opportunity. Just don’t 

always send the same 

somebody.  

• Use the process as much as 

possible.  If something 

breaks down, go above that 

office and upward until 

resolved- but do not call 

upon the media to repair 

broken policy.  You will 

only embarrass the partners 

at your table. Unless you are 

an experienced PR person, 

calling the media to address 

a problem in your 

neighborhood is often times 

counter productive.   



Normalize Your Neighborhood 
– Charge a membership 

fee, even if it’s just a 

gesture. In most cases 

this won’t discourage 

membership but will 

allow members to 

acknowledge it has 

actual value.  And by 

your good deeds, you 

will demonstrate over 

time that it’s the best 

fifteen bucks they ever 

spent!  

 

• Businesses in your 

neighborhood or along 

your boundaries are also 

community stakeholders 

and should be solicited 

to join your association.  

– These will be your group 

of trustees, whom you’ll 

go back to for 

fundraising later.  

– Recommendation: Slide 

the scale on membership 

fees. 



Normalize Your Neighborhood 

• Once you’ve identified asset 

or talent gaps, work to fill 

those specific gaps (‘one 

bite at a time’).  

– Nobody owns a lawn service 

in your neighborhood who is 

willing to partner for 

gardening projects?  Invite 

Clean Memphis, Grow 

Memphis and/or City 

Beautiful to join your 

association, as nonprofit 

partners!  

• Employees of larger 

companies living in your 

neighborhood don’t have to 

be executives to leverage 

their company for your 

neighborhood’s 

improvement.   

• Encourage mid and lower 

wage earners to work their 

work networks on your behalf.  

Many companies have giving 

campaigns and obligations- 

BOLO 

 



Quickly Summarizing How to Be 

Normal 
• Never underestimate the 

power of a small, 

determined group of 

people.   

• Capacity is measured by 

how effectively you 

meet the needs of your 

community, not how 

many ‘tails in the 

chairs.’ 

• Set several small, 

attainable goals, then 

bring massive 

partnerships to attain 

them.  

• Don’t be afraid to ‘share 

power’ with members. 

Maximize the outreach 

by asking less engaged 

neighbors to attend 

meetings on behalf of 

your association.  



The pleasure was mine, thanks 

for having me!  
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